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Ecomuseum Evaluation:  
Experiences in Guizhou and Guangxi, China 
ABSTRACT: In general, ecomuseums are new forms of open-air museum for the in-
situ interpretation and conservation of heritage as well as for aiding community 
development. Chinese ecomuseums have been established in some villages for the 
conservation of cultural heritage values of its ethnic minorities. This research 
summarises international benchmarks for ecomuseum evaluation and uses them to 
examine three ecomuseums in Guizhou and three in Guangxi. The goal is to assess 
how much each meets international benchmarks. In the research it was discovered 
that in none of these six cases were originated or were led by local communities, 
negating the appropriateness of benchmarking them against international 
benchmarks. With interviews and observations undertaken in each six cases, the 
problems of each site were identified. The essence of Chinese ecomuseum is then 
considered at the end of this paper-- a trial approach for developing cultural tourism, 
carried out by low-level governments, for the purpose of poverty alleviation in 
minority villages. 
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State of Knowledge of Ecomuseum Evaluation  
In general, an ecomuseums are forms of open-air museum, keeping collections in their 
original environments (Per, 1986). The prefix ‗eco‘ means essentially human ecology 
which embraces social, cultural and natural environments shared by a community 
(Davis, 2005; Rivard, 1988; Varine, 2005).  
      To date, there are over 500 organizations using the ecomuseum title (Davis, pers. 
comm., 2010). They have been acknowledged as new paradigms for the holistic 
interpretation of cultural heritage, in which communities conserve, interpret, and 
manage their heritage for sustainable development objectives (Instituto Ricerche 
Economiche E Sociali (IRES), 2004; Su, 2006). They have some common and 
distinguishable characteristics.   
      In 1992, Boylan (1992) listed five aspects to distinguish a ‗classical‘ museum and 
an ecomuseum (see Fig. 1).  
      Davis (1999) summarised five indicators of an ecomsuesm as the following:  
 The adoption of a territory that is not necessarily defined by conventional 
boundaries; 
 The adoption of a ‗fragmented-site‘ policy which is linked to in-situ conservation 
and interpretation; 
 Conventional views of ownership are abandoned; conservation and interpretation 
of sites via liaison and co-operation; 
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 The empowerment of local communities; the involvement of local people in 
museum activities and in the creation of their cultural identity; and, 
 The potential for interdisciplinary and holistic interpretation.  
Fig. 1 Features to distinguish classic museums and ecomuseums 
Source: adapted from Boylan (1992), ‗Is Yours a Classic Museum or an Ecomuseum‘, p. 30 
 
      Coresane et al. (2007)  developed three lists of indicators to test the 
performance of five ecomuseums in the Piemonte and Liguria regions of  Italy. The 
first list explored the political and practical conditions that existed before the 
establishment of ecomuseums; the second set addressed ecomuseum indicators and 
characteristics that the site might be able to meet; and the final series attempted to 
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identify features against traditional museums. Their research successfully 
identified how far they achieved the tenets of ecomuseum philosophies. This 
experience forms the basis for the preliminary methodologies described below.  
Developing Research Methodologies  
Ecomuseums in China are new approaches for rural planning. This research seeks 
to evaluate three cases in Guizhou Province and three in Guangxi Autonomous 
Region.  
      As initially proposed, the assessment of each site is to be carried out through two 
approaches, direct site observation and on-the-spot questionnaire. Direct observation 
is to identify physical evidences of how the six ecomuseums are managed. The 
questionnaire survey sought to gain an impression of how closely the six 
organizations utilize ecomuseum approaches. The author planned to discuss the 
questions with two groups: key personnel involved in management and local minority 
people living in the ecomuseums. Questions used here are transformed from the 
above-mentioned state of knowledge about ecomuseum evaluations, and examine 
three aspects (see Annex).  
      With the preliminary methodology in mind, the author commenced field studies in 
November 2010 and spent four days at each site
1
. However, during the site visits, two 
major problems were encountered. On the one hand, it was discovered that the 
questions were so ―academic‖ that even the ecomuseum curators could not thoroughly 
understand them. Some villagers did not even understand what the word ―heritage‖ 
meant. There was therefore an urgent need to re-phrase the questions in a language 
that could be easily understood by participants. On the other hand, most of local 
villagers consisted of old people, children and middle-aged women. They are not 
well-educated and most could not read Chinese, so the author had to read and explain 
all the questions to them in Mandarin.  
      These two problems made the preliminary scoring system impractical. Eventually, 
the author changed research approach from questionnaire to questionnaire-based 
interviews. These questions the author rephrased were thereby affecting some of the 
aims and substance of the questionnaire. By using approaches of observation and 
interview instead of collecting a large amount of questionnaire feedback, the author 
                                                 
1
 Because of some academic limitations of Ph.D. program, the author had to visit the six ecomuseums 
within one month rather than enabling a longer on-site period of investigation. 
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actually obtained qualitative data rather than a large amount of quantitative data. This 
data helped to better demonstrate the missions, objectives, the structures of the six 
ecomuseums and how they are managed at an operational and strategic level as well 
as the corresponding outcomes. The special circumstances of each ecomuseum are 
described as below.             
The Ecomuseums  
Ecomuseums have been widely built in Chinese nationality villages to conserve 
qualities and the built environment of ethnic minorities. These ecomuseums are 
largely distributed in Guizhou and Guangxi, with four in Guizhou and ten in 
Guangxi. Guizhou ecomuseums are constructed in cooperation with Norway and 
China
2
 (Laishun An, 1997). Guangxi ecomuseums comprise a combination of one 
traditional museum--Guangxi Museum of Nationalities
3
 and ten surrounding 
ecomuseums (see Fig. 2). Among the fourteen ecomuseums, three ecomuseums in 
Guizhou and three in Guangxi were randomly selected for this research.  
The Liuzhi Suojia Ecomuseum for the Miao Ethnic Minority, Guizhou  
This ecomuseum was the first ecomuseum in both China and Asia, and was opened to 
conserve the Miao ethnic minority. This group resides in twelve villages in Suojia 
Town, Liuzhi District, Guizhou. They hold an ancient and distinctive culture in terms 
of their language, houses, weaving skills, unique music, marriage systems, sacrifice 
ceremony and dance traditions. They are well-known for the long ox horns worn by 
the women at festivals, weddings and other special occasions, elaborate hair-pieces 
made of wool (Fig. 3).  However, up until 1990s,  these twelve villages had been 
isolated from mainstream Chinese culture for over 200 years (Laishun An, 1997). 
This isolation guaranteed the authenticity and integrity of the regional cultural 
heritage, but also resulted in poverty. To help solve this dilemma, in 1997, a proposal 
of establishing an ecomuseum in these villages was prepared with three aims:  
1) Conserving cultural heritage;  
                                                 
2
 In 1995, China and Norway signed a cultural cooperation agreement of China and Norway Cultural-
Exchange Project 1995-1997 (中挪 1995-1997 文化交流项目). Under this agreement there is a project 
to construct four ecomuseums in Guizhou: Suojia Ecomuseum, Zhenshan ecomuseum, Longli 
Ecomuseum, and Tang‘an Ecomuseum, respectively for four ethnic minorities. 
3
 The Chinese Characters for Guangxi Museum of Nationalities are 广西民族博物馆 which means 
Guangxi Ethnographic Museum. Because the corresponding translation in at the museum entrance is 
Guangxi Museum of Nationalities, the author will use the official name here. 
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2) Bringing access to the isolated minority communities to modern ways of life and 
to internal mass tourism;  
3) Keeping local villagers‘ sense of identity (Hu, 2000).  
Fig. 2   The ―1+10 Ecomuseum Project‖ in Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region 
Source: Author 
   
 
Fig. 3   Young girl in Suojia Ecomuseum wearing traditional costume and hairstyle 
Source: author 
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       Unlike European ecomuseum initiated by local communities, this ecomuseum 
was a project launched by provincial and national authorities and co-funded by the 
national governments of China and Norway.  A peer advisory group was 
established to discuss and guide the evolution of this pioneering museum, 
consisting of two scientific advisors each from China and Norway, one local 
government representative of Guizhou and a project co-ordinator (Su, 2008a). The 
first action they undertook was the construction of a road and infrastructure for 
water and electricity supply. These works enable local villagers‘ access to 
appreciate the physical benefits of ecomuseum. It was only when those tasks had 
been accomplished that the villagers began to accept ecomuseum idea. Then local 
villagers were encouraged to make videos, photos and object donations and loans 
to develop their own cultural archives. Consequently, with government agreement, 
the knowledge of specialists, financial support of both governments, and the 
acceptance and involvement of villagers, China‘s first ecomuseum became a reality 
in 1998. 
      Geographically the Suojia Ecomuseum embraces twelve villages (see Fig 4). A 
documentation centre was constructed in Longga Village with six full-time staffs. 
This centre comprises an exhibition hall, a library, a staff office, a dining room, an 
accommodation building and a reception hall. This centre was co-designed and co-
built by an architect and local people to ensure that its architectural style is 
compatible with the surrounding landscape and vernacular architecture (Davis, 
2006) (see Fig. 5). According to the ecomuseum staff, the key feature of this 
documentation centre is that a ―Memory Project‖ has been continuously carried out 
by them, in order to record the dynamic development of cultural heritages of the 
villages. 
      In addition to the Memory Project, considerable changes have unfolded for the 
Miao people, especially in terms of Longga village where the documentation centre is 
located. There an elementary school was built, medical facilities were established, and 
forty new houses were constructed for hitherto extremely poor villagers (see Fig. 6). 
Local performances, such as singing and dances are frequently scheduled for visitors, 
which gave villagers a good opportunity to involve themselves in ecomuseum 
activities and obtain additional income. For example, grand dancing parties are held 
every year from January 4
th
 to 14
th
 of the Lunar Calendar (see Fig. 7). 
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Fig. 4   Map of Suojia Ecomuseum 
Source: adapted from Documentation Centre of Suojia Ecomuseum 
 
 
Fig. 5 Documentation centre of Suojia Ecomuseum 
Source: author 
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Fig. 6 During winter night, local people establish fires for warmth in front of their new houses 
Source: author 
 
Fig. 7 Grand dancing parties held annually in Suojia Ecomuseum 
Source: adapted from Su (2005), ‗China Ecomuseums‘, p. 40 
 
      As discussed above, the Suojia ecomuseum has brought seemingly significant 
benefits to local communities and does meet ecomuseum criterion with regard to local 
involvement. Nevertheless, there are significant four problems with this ecomuseum.  
      Firstly, apart from Longga, there have been hardly any changes in the other eleven 
villages. This is probably because that Longga village hosts a documentation centre 
which is the ―brand‖ project of the Suojia Ecomuseum. Yet the interviews reveal that 
local villagers external to Longga do not regard their villages as part of ecomuseum. 
Instead, they think the documentation centre is the ecomuseum.  
      Secondly, local villagers do not really have any power in relevant decision-
making processes. They are encouraged to participate in ecomuseum activities but all 
ecomuseum programs are organized by local and provincial authorities. Due to their 
educational level, their pathetic living  
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conditions and their inadequate understanding to communicate the value of their 
culture, local villagers do not have enough capacity to organize the cultural activities 
themselves.  
      Thirdly, there is little continuing maintenance of village landscapes. For example, 
when the Suojia Ecomuseum was established, ten wooden houses were consolidated 
(see Fig. 8). However, no maintenance has since been undertaken over last five years 
and now the exteriors of the houses are in very poor condition (see Fig. 9).  
Fig. 8 A 1,000-year old house is consolidated with the original style and materials 
Source: adapted from Su (2005), ‗China Ecomuseums‘, p. 33 
 
Fig. 9 No maintenance was given to the wooden houses which are gradually becoming 
dilapidated 
Source: author 
 
      Last but not the least, there is not enough funding. After the Norway-China 
cooperation agreement expired around 2005, the ecomuseum has difficulty raising 
enough money. This financial shortage directly linked to the previously-mentioned 
three problems.  
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The Zhenshan Ecomuseum for the Buyi Ethnic Minority, Guizhou  
The Zhenshan Ecomuseum emcompasses the Zhenshan Village on the Huaxi River 
within Shiba Town, Huaxi District. This village has been famous for the culture of its 
residents – the Buyi people, river-forest scenery (see Fig. 10) and traditional 
dwellings made of stone slabs (see Fig. 11).  
Fig. 10 River scenery of Zhenshan Ecomuseum 
Source: author 
Fig. 11 Traditional dwellings made of stone slabs in Zhenshan Ecomuseum 
Source: author 
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      The ecomuseum has a robust engagement with landscape architectural planning 
and maintenance, mainly because since 1995 this village has become a popular tourist 
attraction. Almost every local house has been renovated to host the functions of 
restaurants or hotels, and the villagers‘ lives are enriched. In 2002, initiated by 
provincial and local government, with sponsorship from Norwegian government, the 
Zhenshan Ecomuseum was opened. The original purpose of this ecomuseum was to 
better interpret the culture as well as to protect this village from mass-scale tourism. 
The Zhenshan ecomuseum is managed by the Bureau of Culture, Sports, Radio and 
Television, Huaxi District, Guiyang
4
. A full-time employee of this bureau has been 
appointed as the curator. The most significant program undertaken has been the 
construction of a documentation centre. This is a large building in modern style; 
located 300 meters outside the immediate village (see Fig. 12). The centre contains 
exhibition areas, a reception hall, staff offices and accommodation for visitors.  
Fig. 12 The modernized documentation centre in Zhenshan Ecomuseum 
Source: author 
      According to the interviews undertaken with the locals, in the early years after the 
ecomuseum‘s establishment, local dances and singings were organised, to help attract 
more tourists and this ultimately benefited local villagers financially. Nevertheless, 
                                                 
4
 The Chinese characters for Bureau of Culture, Sports, Radio and Television, Huaxi District, Guiyang 
are 贵阳市花溪区文体广播电视局. 
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the interviewees claimed that in recent years the number of such performances had 
dramatically declined because most young dancers preferred to work in urban areas.  
Several other factors happened simultaneously. As articulated by the curator, since 
Norwegian funding expired, there have hardly been any programs. For example, there 
is no such memory project as in Suojia Ecomuseum. The local people expressed in the 
interviews that the ecomuseum did not function as originally proposed. Even the 
exhibition centre is not well looked after or regularly opened. There is no full-time 
employee in this centre. The curator is part-time and does not often stay. The head of 
Zhenshan Village keeps the keys to the centre and opens it if visitors make an 
appointment. Tourist company notifies the key-keeper to open the door in advance of 
their arrival. In addition, the functionality of the centre is poor. The reception hall is 
used for villagers to play table tennis (see Fig. 13) whilst accommodation and staff 
rooms are vacant and unfurnished. The exhibition hall is though well-maintained (see 
Fig. 14).  
      As demonstrated above, ecomuseum in this case then is only a ‗brand‘ for 
Zhenshan village as there is hardly any evidence exhibiting the pertinent ecomuseum 
philosophies of heritage conservation or acts of it community involvement. 
Fig. 13 The reception hall of documentation centre in Zhenshan Ecomuseum is used to play 
table tennis 
Source: author 
 
  
14 
 
Fig. 14 The exhibition of documentation centre in Zhenshan Ecomuseum is in an excellent 
condition 
Source: author 
 
The Tang’an Ecomuseum for the Dong Ethnic Minority, Guizhou 
The Tang‘an Ecomuseum is located on the top of a hill in Tang‘an Village in the 
Zhaoxing Town of Liping Count -- an area densely populated by the Dong people. 
Drum Towesr, as landmarks of Dong ethnic people, are a public building for the Dong 
to hold parties, have meeting and welcome guests (see Fig. 15). The Grand Song of 
Dong Ethnic Group has been inscribed as Representative List of the Intangible 
Cultural Heritage of Humanity (UNESCO, 2008). All these elements reflect the 
traditional mode of production and life style of the Dong, their housing forms and the 
changes in their society. 
Fig. 15 Drum Tower in Tang‘an Ecomuseum 
Source: author 
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      Zhaoxing has been a popular tourism destination because of the distinctive Dong 
culture and its tourism is managed by the Shijifenghua Tourism Company. Being 
influenced by modern culture, however, the traditional life style and culture here have 
met with stern challenges. In 2005, an ecomuseum was opened in Tang‘an Village 
with the aim of better exhibiting Dong culture.  The reason of putting an ecomuseum 
in this village was because Tang‘an Village, being five kilometres from Zhaoxing, is 
not affected by tourism and reflects a more authentic Dong culture. The village has 
clusters of traditional houses surrounded by distinctive rice paddies and a drum tower 
in the centre (see Fig. 16).  The most significant feature of this ecomuseum is the 
establishment of exhibition centre with sound exhibitions (see Fig. 17).  
Fig. 16 Village landscape of Tang‘an Ecomuseum 
Source: author 
 
Fig. 17 Documentation centre in Tang‘an Ecomuseum 
Source: author 
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      Like the afore-mentioned two cases, Tang‘an ecomuseum is also a government 
project managed by the Bureau of Culture, Sports, Radio and Television of Liping 
County. Similar to the Zhenshan Ecomuseum, a staff member is assigned to be part-
time curator. There is actually no full-time staff. Furthermore, the interview with the 
curator reveals that because of a lack of funding, The Bureau of Culture, Sports, 
Radio and Television of Liping County has recently assigned The Shijifenghua 
Tourism Company to take care of this ecomuseum. As stated in interviews with 
representatives of this company, little work has been undertaken for this ecomuseum 
except that they send a security person to stay in the exhibition centre to look after it.   
      In conclusion, Tang‘an Ecomuseum is far from achieving ecomuseum principles 
in terms of local involvement, community development and heritage conservation. 
With only the construction of exhibition centre, this ecomuseum is merely a 
traditional museum possessing no ecomuseum characteristics. 
The Nandan Lihu Ecomuseum for the White-trousers Yao Ethnic Minority, Guangxi 
This is the first ecomuseum in Guangxi, for the White-trousers Yao Ethnic minorities. 
This ethnic group are so called because the village men all wear white trousers. They 
play large copper drums to provide a rhythmical and hypnotic music to ritual dances 
(see Fig. 18); while village women make exquisite embroidery for their ceremonial 
clothes (see Fig. 19). These villages have almost escaped from the impacts of outside 
modernization, their natural environment and social structure remain relatively intact 
and their people live and maintain much of their traditional lifestyles.     
Initiated by the Cultural Bureau of Guangxi
5
, in 2004 an ecomuseum was opened in 
Lihu Township, Nandan County of Guangxi, approximately 22 kilometres from 
Nandan County, to protect all aspects of this community. It covers three villages – 
Manjiang, Huatu and Huaqiao where most of these Yao people live.  A new 
exhibition centre
6
 was erected, encompassing an exhibition hall, a reception hall, a 
dining room, and accommodation area and staff offices.  
      As originally proposed, this ecomuseum works as a collection and research centre 
for the White-trousers Yao, with the mission of collecting, storing, exhibiting and 
                                                 
5
 The Chinese characters for Cultural Bureau of Guangxi
 
are 广西文化厅. 
6
 Exhibition centre in Guangxi ecomuseum equals documentation centre in Guizhou ecomuseums. 
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researching their culture, to ultimately achieve the goals of conserving and inheriting 
the culture under global modernization
7
.  
Fig. 18 Village men are playing copper drum dance in the Nandan Ecomuseum 
Source: adapted from Su (2005), ‗China Ecomuseums‘, p. 109 
 
 
Fig. 19 Elegant dresses made by village women in the Nandan Ecomuseum 
Source: author 
 
      Although launched by provincial government, the Lihu Nandan Ecomuseum is 
largely managed by local villagers. There are two curators—one is part-time from the 
Bureau of Culture and Sports, Nandan
8
 and the other is a local villager employed full-
time. There are three other villagers fully employed in the exhibition centre, as 
interpreters and mangers. The local people are thus empowered and involved in 
decision-making processes. The four staff in the exhibition centre raise funds and 
                                                 
7
 This mission statement is displayed on the bulletin in front of Lihu Nandan Ecomuseum for White-
trousers Yao, in the language of Chinese. 
8
 The Chinese characters for Bureau of Culture and Sports, Nandan are 南丹县文体局. 
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have been organising several ecomuseum educational and performance programs. For 
example, they regularly hold workshops and tutorials for pupils in this village in order 
to train them about traditional culture and skills. Activities are also arranged for all 
villagers, for example, embroidery competitions and local sports. The local memory 
project is continuously working to track the past and record the present of White-
trousers Yao. In addition, local villagers have a strong sense of pride in their culture. 
As expressed in an interview by the interpreter at exhibition centre, even if local 
villagers now work outside the villages, they often come to see the updated 
exhibitions. 
      All these programs show that the Lihu Nandan Ecomuseum is operating 
successfully in terms of community empowerment. However, as illustrated by the 
full-time curator, this ecomuseum was someway far from being fully community-
based. For example, the displays in the exhibition centre are thoroughly designed by 
provincial government and scientific advisors, without local input. The curator hoped 
for more attention and increased funding. As a result, funding shortage restrains their 
self-organised activities.  
      Local people are also not very enthusiastic about tourism. When the author asked 
about women about making local clothes, they were reluctant to interpret their 
clothing and embroidery skills and artefacts. According to the curator, the reason 
behind local people‘s indifference is that tourism, in their eyes, has not brought much 
direct benefit to them. 
     With local people working full-time in the ecomuseum ensuring a sense of pride in 
their culture, this ecomuseum is comparatively successful in empowering local 
community. However, due to funding problems, this ecomuseum is still far from 
being professional. 
The Sanjiang Ecomuseum for the Dong Ethnic Minority, Guangxi  
The Sanjiang Ecomuseum, located in Sanjiang Autonomous County in the Southwest 
of Guangxi, is China‘s second ecomuseum characterised by the Dong culture. Co-
sponsored by Historic Relic Administration of Sanjiang County
9
 and the Guangxi 
Museum of Nationalities, Sanjiang Ecomuseum opened in 2004. It contains nine 
Dong villages. In 2004, the pre-existing Museum of Dong Ethnic Group of Sanjiang 
County, which is located outside of the village territories, was directly used as the 
                                                 
9
 The Chinese characters for Historic Relic Administration of Sanjiang County are 三江县文物管理所. 
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exhibition centre (see Fig. 20). The curator of this traditional museum employed part-
time as the ecomuseum curator. 
      As unique architectural achievements and masterpieces of talented creation, these 
nine villages maintain the most authentic evidences of the Dong culture in Guangxi. 
They include twenty-six Drum Towers and nine Wind-and-Rain Bridges
10
(see Fig. 
21). The Drum Towers are used as gathering places for local people to discuss village 
agendas. As a result of local efforts, three Wind-and-Rain Bridges have been 
inscribed as cultural sites protected at the national level
11
. Several houses owners 
receive regular supports from local government to maintain their house. The owners 
of these houses are willing to provide guided walks and interpret Dong culture to 
tourists. In addition, customary activities are organized for villagers. For example, 
bullfight, as a traditional celebration of Dong people, is held annually in the 
ecomuseum.  
Fig. 20 The exhibition centre of Sanjiang Ecomuseum, also Museum Dong Ethnic Group of 
Sanjiang County 
Source: author 
 
  
                                                 
10
 The Chinese characters for this bridge is 风雨桥 which means this bridge is used by Dong people as 
a shelter when there is a wind or a rain. 
11
  There are several levels of cultural sites in China, respectively protected by county level, municipal 
level, provincial level and national level. The national level is the highest, which mainly is considering 
those irremovable properties with great values. The Chinese characters for ‗cultural sites protected at 
the national level‘ are 国家文物保护单位.  
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Fig. 21 Wind-and-Rain Bridge in Sanjiang Ecomuseum 
Source: author 
 
      As evidenced from the above programs, the Sanjiang Ecomuseum has gone a long 
way to preserve cultural heritage and is reasonably satisfying the ecomuseum 
philosophy. However, some major problems still exist.  
      Firstly, as the exhibition centre is located some distances from the villages, its 
relationship with the protected villages is weak. This weak relationship has resulted in 
some barriers for communication between villagers and museum staff, and also 
caused inconvenience for tourists.  
      Secondly, there is insufficient accommodation for visitors. In the nine villages, 
there is only one building for visitor staying overnight.  
      Last but not the least, according to the interviews, most locals do not know their 
village belongs to ecomuseum territory. Some of them expressed that they have never 
heard about the term ecomuseum. 
The Longji Ecomuseum for the Zhuang Ethnic Minority, Guangxi 
Longji Scenic Area has long been a major tourism attraction for its marvellous rice 
terrace landscape. This scenic area consists of two parts – Ping‘an terrace of the 
Zhuang and the Jinkeng terrace of the Yao. The natural scenery of Jinkeng terrace is 
magnificent (see Fig. 22) but the old dwellings in this area have been largely 
demolished by villagers to rebuild wooden houses with modernised accommodation 
and restaurants (see Fig. 23). In comparison, Ping‘an terrace landscapes are well 
conserved; people are still living in their old houses and maintain a traditional lifestyle. 
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Because of the authenticity of the cultural heritage in Ping‘an, an ecomuseum was 
opened there in 2010 here to better conserve and sustainably develop this non-
renewable landscape.  
Fig. 22 Rice terrace landscape in Jinkeng 
Source: adapted from exhibition centre of Longji Ecomuseum 
 
Fig. 23 All the wooden houses in Jinkeng are newly-built  
Source: author 
 
      Like foregoing ecomuseums, Longji ecomuseum is also a government project, 
sponsored by Guangxi Museums of Nationalities and the Cultural Bureau of Guangxi 
and managed by the Bureau of Culture of Longsheng Autonomous County
12
. There is 
a part-time curator for this ecomuseum, appointed by the bureau but he does not often 
stay in ecomuseum.  
                                                 
12
 The Chinese characters for Bureau of Culture of Longsheng Autonomous County are 龙胜文化局. 
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     This ecomuseum contains four Zhuang villages in Ping‘an terrace area. There is an 
exhibition centre designed and constructed by local villagers (see Fig. 24). The former 
head of the village was responsible for keeping the key. In addition to the 
establishment of exhibition centre, two 160-year old houses have been make Cultural 
Model Houses and are financially sponsored by the local government. Regulations 
were drafted to ensure that the householders maintain the exterior and interior of the 
house in traditional manners.  
      When the author arrived in November 2010, the exhibition centre was partially 
completed and was not open regularly. Probably because this ecomuseum had only 
been open for a short time, few of villagers heard about the name of ‗ecomuseum‘. 
Some of villagers thought exhibition centre was just a tourism attraction.  
      There have hardly been any changes to this village since ecomuseum creation, 
except for the building of exhibition centre and the designation of Cultural Model 
House. As explained by the curator, the local government does not pay sufficient 
attention to this ecomuseum and funding is short. For example, valuable stele which 
can be dated back to Qing Dynasty (1636--1912), have been inadvertently used as 
clothes-washing board for village women and the words inscribed on the stone are fast 
disappearing by water and wear, and no money has been forthcoming for an 
appropriate conservation (see Fig. 25). For the time being, the future of this 
ecomuseum is therefore uncertain. 
Fig. 24 The exhibition centre of Longji Ecomuseum 
Source: adapted from exhibition centre of Longji Ecomuseum 
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Fig. 25 Valuable stone carving stele in Longji Ecomuseum which is not being protected has 
been broken 
Source: author 
 
Problems of Chinese ecomuseums 
This research into these six ecomuseums reveals that the ecomuseum benchmarks 
drawn from western experience are not appropriate for evaluating Chinese 
ecomuseums. Unlike western ecomuseums based on initiatives from local 
communities and run in a democratic way, Chinese ecomuseum has been created for 
sustainable development in poor and ethnically-rich rural areas. Chinese ecomuseums 
are guided by government and experts, and are participated in by locals without any 
formal empowerment roles. Now it is generally accepted this management structure is 
Chinese version of ecomuseum (Su, 2008b; Zhang & You, 2009).  
      As discussed earlier, Chinese ecomuseums should go through the process from 
cultural consignment to cultural autonomy (Su, 2008b). According to Hu (2005), this 
process contains three stages—in the initial stage, ecomuseums get established and 
accepted by local people; the transition stage is the localization of ecomuseum which 
includes economic development and nurturing local people‘s understanding of the 
significance of their culture; and the mature stage is when local people have both their 
material and spiritual lives improved, can they be the true curators of the museum. 
However, De Varine warned that this process could be long because of the explosive 
growth of large-scale tourism (quoted in Su, 2006).  The research undertaken by the 
author demonstrates that currently Chinese ecomuseums is at the initial stage. 
Moreover, they have compromised a lot of being democratic or community-based. As 
shown in Table 1, it has been identified that there is a wide variation among Chinese 
ecomuseums in terms of achieving ecomuseum philosophy. 
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Table 1 A Comparative Table of the Six Ecomuseums in China 
  The Liuzhi Suojia 
Ecomuseum for the 
Miao Ethnic 
Minority, Guizhou  
The Zhenshan 
Ecomuseum for the 
Buyi Ethnic 
Minority, Guizhou  
The Tang‘an 
Ecomuseum for 
the Dong Ethnic 
Minority, 
Guizhou 
The Nandan Lihu 
Ecomuseum for the 
White-trousers Yao 
Ethnic Minorty, 
Guangxi 
The Sanjiang 
Ecomuseum for the 
Dong Ethnic 
Minority, Guangxi  
The Longji 
Ecomuseum for the 
Zhuang Ethnic 
Minority, Guangxi 
Opening year  1997 2002 2005 2004 2004 2010 
The initiator of project  State Government 
of China; 
Provincial 
Government;  
Norwegian 
Government 
State Government 
of China; 
Provincial 
Government;  
Norwegian 
Government 
State Government 
of China; 
Provincial 
Government;  
Norwegian 
Government 
Guangxi Museum of 
Nationalities;  
local government  
Guangxi Museum of 
Nationalities;  
local government 
Guangxi Museum 
of Nationalities;  
local government 
Project ownership  The Bureau of 
Culture and Sports, 
Liuzhi District, 
Guizhou  
The Bureau of 
Culture, Sports, 
Radio and 
Television, Huaxi 
District, Guiyang, 
Guizhou 
A tourism 
company  
The Bureau of 
Culture and Sports, 
Nandan, Guangxi 
Historic 
Administration of 
Sanjiang County, 
Guangxi 
The Bureau of 
Culture of 
Longsheng 
Autonomous 
County, Guangxi 
Project 
objectives 
Heritage preservation  Yes Yes  Yes  Yes  Yes  Yes 
A raise of local 
villagers‘ pride of 
their culture  
Yes Yes  Yes  Yes  Yes  Yes 
Economic 
development  
Yes Yes  Yes  Yes  Yes  Yes 
Number of villages in geographical 
territory  
12  1 1 4  4 4 
Project Name       
Indicators 
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The Liuzhi Suojia 
Ecomuseum for the 
Miao Ethnic 
Minority, Guizhou  
The Zhenshan 
Ecomuseum for the 
Buyi Ethnic 
Minority, Guizhou  
The Tang‘an 
Ecomuseum for 
the Dong Ethnic 
Minority, 
Guizhou 
The Nandan Lihu 
Ecomuseum for the 
White-trousers Yao 
Ethnic Minorty, 
Guangxi 
The Sanjiang 
Ecomuseum for the 
Dong Ethnic 
Minority, Guangxi  
The Longji 
Ecomuseum for the 
Zhuang Ethnic 
Minority, Guangxi 
The 
management 
committee 
The employment of 
full-time staff 
Six full-time staff No full-time staff No full-time staff Three full-time staff No full-time staff No full-time staff 
The employment of 
local villagers  
No  No  No  Yes, all three staff 
are local villagers  
No  No  
The contact between 
the management 
committee and local 
villagers  
Largely frequently  Annually   Largely not, 
because this 
ecomuseum is 
owned by a tourist 
company which 
does not pay 
enough attention 
to the ecomuseum 
Largely frequently Annually  Unknown, because 
this ecomuseum 
had been opened 
for only two weeks 
when this field 
study was 
conducted 
The organization of cultural 
activities/programs  
Occasionally in 
terms of local 
festivals and 
tourism 
requirements   
Occasionally in 
terms of  tourism 
requirements   
Largely not  Occasionally in 
terms of local 
festivals and tourism 
requirements   
Occasionally in 
terms of local 
festivals and tourism 
requirements   
Unknown, because 
this ecomuseum 
had been opened 
for only two weeks 
when this field 
study was 
conducted 
Project Name       
Indicators 
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 The Liuzhi Suojia 
Ecomuseum for the 
Miao Ethnic 
Minority, Guizhou  
The Zhenshan 
Ecomuseum for the 
Buyi Ethnic 
Minority, Guizhou  
The Tang‘an 
Ecomuseum for 
the Dong Ethnic 
Minority, 
Guizhou 
The Nandan Lihu 
Ecomuseum for the 
White-trousers Yao 
Ethnic Minorty, 
Guangxi 
The Sanjiang 
Ecomuseum for the 
Dong Ethnic 
Minority, Guangxi  
The Longji 
Ecomuseum for the 
Zhuang Ethnic 
Minority, Guangxi 
The 
operation of 
documentati-
on/exhibitio
n centre 
The centre is located 
within protected 
villages 
Yes  Largely yes, the 
centre is 300 
meters from the 
village 
Yes  Yes  No, the exhibition 
centre is located 
app. 20km away 
from the village 
Yes  
The compatibility of 
the construction 
materials of this 
centre with those of 
original villages 
Largely compatible  Largely not  Largely 
compatible 
Largely compatible Largely not, the pre-
existing Museum of 
Dong Ethnic Group 
of Sanjiang County 
was used as the 
exhibition centre 
Largely compatible 
The compatibility of 
the architectural style 
of this centre with 
original villages 
Largely compatible Largely not  Largely 
compatible 
Largely compatible Largely not, the pre-
existing Museum of 
Dong Ethnic Group 
of Sanjiang County 
was used as the 
exhibition centre 
Largely compatible 
Heritage 
conservati-
on   
A continuing 
maintenance of 
vernacular buildings 
No, no effort has 
been done within 
last five years 
No  No  No  No  Unknown, because 
this ecomuseum 
had been opened 
for only two weeks 
when this field 
study was 
conducted 
The entitlement of 
Cultural Model 
House 
Yes, ten houses 
were entitled  
No  No  No  No   Yes, two house 
were entitled 
Project Name       
Indicators 
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The Liuzhi Suojia 
Ecomuseum for the 
Miao Ethnic 
Minority, Guizhou  
The Zhenshan 
Ecomuseum for the 
Buyi Ethnic 
Minority, Guizhou  
The Tang‘an 
Ecomuseum for 
the Dong Ethnic 
Minority, 
Guizhou 
The Nandan Lihu 
Ecomuseum for the 
White-trousers Yao 
Ethnic Minorty, 
Guangxi 
The Sanjiang 
Ecomuseum for the 
Dong Ethnic 
Minority, Guangxi  
The Longji 
Ecomuseum for the 
Zhuang Ethnic 
Minority, Guangxi 
Heritage 
conservati-
on   
Attention paid to 
cultural relics  
Largely yes Largely not  Largely not Largely not Largely not Largely not 
The 
operation of 
documentati-
on/exhibitio
n centre 
The involvement of 
local villagers in the 
design process of the 
centre 
Yes  Unknown*  No  Unknown* No  Yes  
The involvement of 
local villagers in the 
construction process 
of the centre 
Yes  Unknown* No  Unknown* No  Yes  
Functionality  Well done with 
exhibition hall, 
dining hall, 
reception area, 
library, office and 
accommodation  
Not so good, only 
exhibition hall was 
well-operated 
while reception 
area was used for 
playing table 
tennis, staff offices 
and 
accommodation 
areas were vacant  
Not so good, only 
exhibition hall 
was well-operated 
while 
accommodation 
area was not open  
Well done with 
exhibition hall, 
dining hall, 
reception area, 
office and 
accommodation 
Well done with 
exhibition hall, 
dining hall and 
reception area 
Well-done in terms 
of exhibitions since 
this ecomuseum 
had been opened 
for only two weeks 
when this field 
study was 
conducted 
The provision of 
accommodation for 
visitors  
Yes  No  No  Yes  No  No  
Regular opening to 
public  
Yes, everyday  No, appointment 
needs to be made 
No, appointment 
needs to be made 
Yes, everyday Yes, everyday No, appointment 
needs to be made 
*unknown means that no information or, uncertainty about this matter, was evident in the interviewees and field observations undertaken.   
Project Name       
Indicators 
28 
 
 
The Liuzhi Suojia 
Ecomuseum for the 
Miao Ethnic 
Minority, Guizhou  
The Zhenshan 
Ecomuseum for the 
Buyi Ethnic 
Minority, Guizhou  
The Tang‘an 
Ecomuseum for 
the Dong Ethnic 
Minority, 
Guizhou 
The Nandan Lihu 
Ecomuseum for the 
White-trousers Yao 
Ethnic Minorty, 
Guangxi 
The Sanjiang 
Ecomuseum for the 
Dong Ethnic 
Minority, Guangxi  
The Longji 
Ecomuseum for the 
Zhuang Ethnic 
Minority, Guangxi 
Local 
villagers‘ 
involveme
nt in 
decision-
making 
process 
Local involvement in 
planning the exhibition 
of the 
documentation/exhibiti
on centre  
Largely good  No, exhibition 
contents were 
planned by experts  
No, exhibition 
contents were 
planned by 
experts 
No, exhibition 
contents were 
planned by experts 
No, exhibition 
contents were 
planned by experts 
No, exhibition 
contents were 
planned by experts 
Local people‘s voice 
being taken 
consideration into 
policy-making process 
Largely not Largely not Largely not Largely yes because 
all ecomuseum staff 
are local villagers  
Largely not Largely not 
Research 
programs  
A continuing ―Memory 
Project‖  
Largely well-
operated  
No  No  Largely well-
operated 
No  No  
Research outcomes   Books about the 
culture of Miao 
Minority  
Not yet Not yet Not yet Not yet  Not yet 
Local villagers‘ understanding of 
ecomuseum concept 
People in Longga 
village where 
documentation 
centre is located in 
knew the concept 
while people in 
other eleven 
villages did not 
really know what 
ecomuseum was 
Largely local 
people knew 
ecomuseum term, 
but they reckoned 
ecomuseum purely 
referred to 
documentation 
centre 
Largely not, local 
villagers did not 
really know what 
ecomuseum was  
Largely yes Largely not, local 
villagers did not 
really know what 
ecomuseum was 
Largely not, local 
villagers did not 
really know what 
ecomuseum was 
Indicators 
Project Name       
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The Liuzhi Suojia 
Ecomuseum for the 
Miao Ethnic 
Minority, Guizhou  
The Zhenshan 
Ecomuseum for the 
Buyi Ethnic 
Minority, Guizhou  
The Tang‘an 
Ecomuseum for 
the Dong Ethnic 
Minority, 
Guizhou 
The Nandan Lihu 
Ecomuseum for the 
White-trousers Yao 
Ethnic Minorty, 
Guangxi 
The Sanjiang 
Ecomuseum for the 
Dong Ethnic 
Minority, Guangxi  
The Longji 
Ecomuseum for the 
Zhuang Ethnic 
Minority, Guangxi 
Benefits to 
local 
villagers  
The provision of job 
opportunities  
 
 
 
 
 
Yes, people are 
employed in the 
documentation 
centre and provide 
performance to 
visitors  
Largely not  Largely not Yes, people are 
employed in the 
documentation 
centre and provide 
performance to 
visitors 
Largely not Largely not 
The improvements of 
living conditions  
Yes, provision of 
tap water, 
electricity, medical 
facilities, 
educational 
institutions and 
road 
Hard to tell 
because local 
villagers were 
well-off before 
ecomuseum was 
established  
Largely not, local 
people reckoned 
that ecomuseum 
had nothing to do 
with them 
Largely not, local 
people reckoned that 
ecomuseum had 
nothing to do with 
them 
Largely not, local 
people reckoned that 
ecomuseum had 
nothing to do with 
them 
Largely not, local 
people reckoned 
that ecomuseum 
had nothing to do 
with them 
Financial 
support  
Financial resources  State Government 
of China; 
Provincial 
Government;  
Norwegian 
Government 
State Government 
of China; 
Provincial 
Government;  
Norwegian 
Government 
State Government 
of China; 
Provincial 
Government;  
Norwegian 
Government 
Local governmental 
authorities and 
Guangxi Museum of 
Nationalities 
Local governmental 
authorities and 
Guangxi Museum of 
Nationalities 
Local 
governmental 
authorities and 
Guangxi Museum 
of Nationalities 
A continuing funding  No, after 
Norwegian funding 
expired, there has 
been few funding 
No, after 
Norwegian funding 
expired, there has 
been few funding 
No, after 
Norwegian 
funding expired, 
there has been few 
funding 
No, ecomuseum 
staff are struggling 
with money 
No, ecomuseum 
curator was 
disappointed with 
funding 
No, ecomuseum 
curator was 
disappointed with 
funding 
Project Name       
Indicators 
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     According to Table 1, the six cases investigated in this research involved in this 
research share some common problems: 
1) The territory of the museum is unclear to local villagers. Instead of 
acknowledging the whole village as ecomuseum territory, local people consistently 
perceive that the documentation/exhibition centre is ecomuseum. This is partly 
because, except for the establishment of documentation/exhibition centre, 
ecomuseums have not brought many changes to villages; and partly because local 
people have not yet received enough education about the ecomuseum concept. 
2)  The local government do not provide enough funding to support local 
villagers to organize programs, nor do they place sufficient attention. The key 
question -- whether local government really understands or sincerely appreciates the 
value of cultural heritage for ethnic minorities, remains unanswered. 
3) Although ecomuseums in China have operated for several years, local people 
are living in a poor environment and can not gain much profit from ecomuseum. For 
example, minority people in Suojia Ecomuseum are living in a poor environment (see 
Fig. 26). Apart from financial support from government, the main way local people 
can improve their living conditions is through tourism (L An & Gjestrum, 1999). 
However, it was unclear how the financial benefits from cultural tourism were 
distributed within the communities. Observed by the author, several companies take 
tourists to the villages to see local performances and the sceneries, but each time the 
local dancer obtained little rewards from their participation.  
4) In the six cases, local participation is minimal. As indicated by Chinese 
scholars, this should not be surprising because all such work is under the direct 
control of government and scientific advisors, while the local villagers are forced to 
accept it (Laishun An, 1997; Yin & Wu, 2009). There are two main reasons for this 
special structure. On the one hand, it has much to do with ―top-down‖ nature of 
Chinese politics and governmental structures. On the other hand, local people have 
inadequate confidence or ability to be the curator of their ecomuseums. As explained 
by Davis (2006), in China, ecomuseums are not possible without external financial 
and expert help whether this means Chinese and/or western assistance. 
5) Hardly any of Chinese ecomuseums have a formal management committee. 
Out of the six cases, only the Suojia and the Nandan Lihu Ecomuseum are managed 
by full-time staff. The other four sites are looked after by part-time staff who is not 
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very enthusiastic. The loose mechanism of management structure is therefore unable 
to guarantee the long-term and professional operations of ecomuseums.  
Fig. 26 Some local people‘s houses in the Suojia Ecomuseum are purely made of wood and 
grass, without any renovations 
Source: author 
 
Conclusions  
The methods outlined above have their hints, and can be modified and improved in 
several ways, for example, the number of cases can be extended to give a larger data 
and an in-depth case study conducted to identify definitive mechanisms underpinning 
the problems experienced by Chinese ecomuseums. Due outcome might be a set of 
criteria to evaluate Chinese ecomuseums.  
      Despite the limitations, this research provides evidence that Chinese ecomuseums 
operates in a very different manner from western ecomuseum philosophies of local 
democracy and being community-based. Chinese ecomuseums present a trial 
approach for developing cultural tourism, carried out by low-level governments, for 
the purpose of poverty alleviation in minority villages. At this time, it is difficult to 
forecast whether ecomuseums will provide a sustainable solution for conserve the 
extraordinary distinctiveness of such cultural heritage. The future of Chinese 
ecomuseums needs to withstand the test of time. 
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Annex 
The questionnaire for ecomuseum evaluation 
 
This questionnaire is to summarise how successful your ecomuseum meets the international philosophy. This part looks at 
three main areas:  
 The empowerment and involvement of local people. 
 The policies and strategies of project. 
 The planning and maintenance of village landscapes. 
 
 
It will take up to 30mins for each participant to fill in the question sheet. 
  34 
Questions about the empowerment and involvement of local villagers of your Ecomuseums 
  35 
 
 
  36 
Questions about the policies and strategies of your ecomuseum 
  37 
 
  38 
 Questions about the planning and maintenance of village landscapes of your Ecomuseum. 
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